Severe Amnesia in Epilepsy: Causes, Anatomopsychological Considerations, and Treatment.
Severe amnesia in epileptic patients is a catastrophic condition that may be due to different etiologies. Because of the striking findings and thorough neuropsychological studies of Patient H.M., the literature has focused on postsurgical occurrence of such memory impairment, with much less emphasis on other causes. Here we summarize, for comparison, the history of H.M. We report five patients with pronounced memory loss who had extensive neuropsychological and electroencephalographic testing. MRI was also performed in four of the patients, MRI volumetric measurements of amygdala and hippocampal formation in three, and measurements of entorhinal cortex in two. The amnesia occurred after head trauma in one patient, following encephalitis in one, after partial status epilepticus in two, and after unilateral surgical resection in a woman with bilateral lesions. On the basis of these studies it was impossible to distinguish the role of recurrent temporal lobe epileptic seizures as distinct from underlying lesions in the genesis and course of the memory loss. We review here the anatomical substrate, neuropsychological, and other investigations and the etiological factors leading to the amnesia in these patients, together with current concepts regarding possible causes of such severe memory dysfunction. In patients with this degree of severity of memory deficit, temporal resection in an attempt to control seizures did not lead to a measurable increase in memory problems. It also, however, did not bring about worthwhile improvement in seizure control.